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H O W

TO

E V A L U A T E

A L L U S I O N S

\ J se Bible margins, commentaries,
concordances, and lists of allusions (such as those in the back of the standard Greek texts by Nestle-Aland) to develop your own list of potential
allusions to the Old Testament that these sources believe occur in a given
passage of Revelation. Do not accept this list uncritically; rather, evaluate
it as follows:
• Place the selected passage of Revelation side-by-side with the Old Testament passages on your list. Identify verbal, thematic, and structural parallels between Revelation and each of the Old Testament passages you are
evaluating.
• Evaluate the verbal, thematic, and structural evidence to determine
whether there is an allusion (an unintentional reference to a specific context in earlier literature) to the Old Testament. Or is it, on the other hand,
merely an echo (an unintentional reference based on the author’s general
knowledge of earlier literature and/or its influence on his environment)?
• Apply the appropriate insights to the text of Revelation. If its author
consciously alludes to the Old Testament, he may assume that the reader is
familiar with that particular text and its larger context. O f course, in our
age, that is not likely. But if we really want to understand God’s message to
us through Revelation, we’ll have to become aware of the allusion and its
impact on the text of Revelation. If the author is merely echoing the Old
Testament text without conscious intent, the interpreter must be careful
not to import something from the Old Testament that the author of Revelation didn’t have in mind. In other words, you can misread Revelation in
two ways: (a) By ignoring the role of the Old Testament in the author’s language, and (b) By overplaying its impact.
Let’s look at how the Old Testament impacts on the interpretation of a
text in Revelation. Chapter 13 contains a fascinating allusion to the Old
Testament: “And I saw a beast coming out o f the sea. He had ten horns and
seven headsywith ten crowns on his horns , and on each head a blasphemous
name. The beast I saw resembled a leopard but had feet like those o f a bear
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and a mouth like that o f a lion11 (vss. 1, 2, NIV). Most scholars presume
that Revelation 13 is based on Daniel 7, where four beasts come out of the
sea. Let’s evaluate that assumption.
Daniel 7 describes four animals that come out of the sea: a lion, a bear,
a leopard, and a bizarre, nondescript monster with iron teeth and 10 horns
on its head. Since the leopard is depicted with four heads, this gang of four
has a total of seven heads among them. Collectively, they also have 10
horns. Back to Revelation 13: Like the beasts of Daniel 7, John’s beast
comes out of the sea. It has the characteristics of a lion, a bear, and a leopard. Its seven heads and 10 horns are clearly a parallel to the total number
of beasts and horns on the four beasts of Daniel 7. It is clear, then, that
Revelation 13 builds on the vision of Daniel 7.
When the Plot Thickens
But things are rarely this clear in Revelation. How do you make judgments about the Old Testament background of Revelation when the evidence is less clear than in Revelation 13? You place a text in Revelation side
by side with a prospective source text in the Old Testament. Carefully (and
prayerfully) comparing the two, you look for three types of evidence: verbal
parallels, thematic parallels, and structural parallels between the two texts.
Verbal parallels occur whenever two or more major words link a passage in Revelation with one in the Old Testament. Thematic parallels
involve a parallel of themes or ideas not necessarily signaled by parallel
words. Revelation 13 has a thematic parallel with Daniel 7 in terms of animals representing world powers and coming out of the sea.
When a number of words and themes in both books are parallel, you
have a structural parallel. Examples in Revelation include the use of
Ezekiel in chapters 4, 7, and 17 to 22; the use of Daniel in chapters 5, 13,
and 17; the use of Genesis 3 in chapters 12 and 16 to 19; the plagues of the
Exodus in the trumpets and the bowls, and the fall of ancient Babylon in
Revelation 16 to 19. Revelation 13 contains numerous and striking parallels to Daniel 7.
All the above helps us to determine the author’s intentions in his use of
the Old Testament, and, therefore, gain a clearer understanding of how his
book is to be interpreted. Now, back to the role of the Sabbath in the final
crisis of earth’s history. . . .
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